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slam is often claimed to be among the fastest growing religions in both the world and the West, in part due to conversion. Conversion to Islam has consequently generated considerable discussion. 1 While the same may be said of the religious, legal, and political implications of apostasy, 2 there are few studies of current trends of conversion out of Islam in either a Western context or among English-speaking Muslims. The rare extant studies -some of them non-academic -on such conversion patterns deal with other contexts. 3 The contemporary scene of conversion out of Islam is deeply marked by past events such as the Taslima Nasrin affair 4 and, more importantly, the Salman Rushdie affair. 5 In this article, we explore contemporary accounts of conversion out of Islam, tracing the recurrent themes that figure most prominently in former Muslims' narratives. Although we are looking at a worldwide phenomenon, our emphasis here is on Western contexts and testimonies made by Englishspeaking Muslims. Our study is based in part on a preliminary survey of "leaving Islam" narratives found in popular books and websites. We supplement these with a few interviews with former Muslims, whom we had considerable difficulty locating. Of the many print and Internet sources available to us, we have chosen to focus on a few of the best-publicized -and presumably most influential. These include the website of Muslim-turned-Christian Nonie Darwish 
Preliminary Remarks
With regard to the 'popular' sources, we should make several cautionary remarks. For one thing, many, if not most, of the testimonies come from individuals who have assumed pseudonyms in order to hide their identities, presumably out of fear of putting themselves in harm's way. It is thus possible that some of the testimonies may have been fabricated. Nevertheless, there is good reason to believe that a significant number of the testimonies are indeed factual. They contain detailed descriptions of very specific -and seemingly credible -personal experiences. This is especially true of the testimonies found in published works such as Leaving Islam . Moreover, many of the elements found in these published and online narratives are supported by our own interviews. In any case, regardless of the reliability of the testimonies, one of our primary goals is to analyze the narratives themselves, to examine how this conversion process is being represented to and shared with the larger public.
We should also note that when listing the individuals' motivations for leaving Islam, we are simply paraphrasing their viewpoints, and not necessarily presenting factual assessments of Islam. The former Muslims' understandings of Islam are at times (though not always, of course) controversial and may not take into consideration the full range of Muslim scholarly opinion, historical and contemporary. One example of this is the recurring theme in many of the testimonies that Islam requires the belief in the eternal damnation of all goodhearted non-Muslims. If we look to the famous Ab u Ha mid al-Ghaz a l i 's (d. 1111 CE) Fay s al al-Tafriqa bayna al-Isl a m wa al-Zandaqa ( The Decisive Criterion for Distinguishing Islam from Masked Infidelity ), we find one of the most prominent classical jurists arguing that God's mercy will be granted to earnest individuals who have never heard of Islam, are exposed to a distorted and undesirable presentation of Islam, and/or pass away before having the opportunity to investigate the reality of Islam. 7 The controversial view generally attributed to none other than Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1328 CE) regarding the non-eternality of Hell may also be cited here. 8 Another instance of former Muslims' misapprehensions of Islamic norms may be found in the discussions of Shari ' a as it pertains to women. We find, for example, some instances of individuals believing that, according to Islamic law, a woman must marry whomever her father selects, even if she is opposed to such an arrangement. This, however, is not the view of a large number of traditional Muslim jurists, and can hardly be called an accurate representation of the boundaries of Shari ' a. Nevertheless, as the purpose of this article is simply to understand and analyze the viewpoints expressed in the testimonies, these types of issues become irrelevant.
We have tried to categorize the different motivations into two groups: "intellectual motivations" and "experiential/social motivations." The former deals with theoretical and ideological concerns, the latter with both personal experience and historical examples of social behaviors exhibited by individuals or groups belonging to a particular belief system. It goes without saying that the line between intellectual motivations and experiential/social motivations may at times be thin, especially in cases where a particular belief system is said to cause a certain social behavior or event. In such instances, we have classified the motivation as "experiential/social." Whenever possible, these motivations have been further grouped into sub-categories (e.g., "the status of women in Islam") in order to help us make sense of our findings. Analyzing the testimonies required choices on the part of the researchers.
When discussing the motivations cited for leaving Islam, it is possible that some motivations played more prominent roles than others; however, variations in the levels of detail across the testimonies made it difficult to compare the relative influence of competing motivations. (And it is precisely because of this variation that we were unable to systematically analyze other factors, e.g., socioeconomic class, level of education, race, etc.).
Finally, since conversion to and from Islam is not always black and white, we have generally avoided examining cases of individuals who either are unsure of their commitment to Islam or have oscillated back and forth. 
Three Voices
We first turn to the three individuals we interviewed. Collectively, they illustrate the breadth of the spectrum of "leaving Islam" narratives presented in the print and Internet sources.
Jamal: Darwin vs God
Jamal is an undergraduate student who would like a career in health care. Though raised Muslim, Jamal decided to leave Islam a year ago, primarily for intellectual reasons.
10 He says, "From everything I read, both pro and antievolutionary stuff, I arrived at the conclusion that we did evolve through an unguided process, and there is no place for a God anywhere in it." The theory
114 of evolution and the writings of scientists such as Richard Dawkins and Carl Sagan seem to have had a profound impact on Jamal's thinking about religion. He now believes that God is unnecessary for explaining the existence of life. Speaking in strictly rationalistic and scientific terms, Jamal treats the question of God as a hypothesis that he believes "is not falsifiable and cannot be taken seriously." Moreover, Jamal finds the Qur 'a n unscientific, the idea of eternal damnation horrific, and the role of women in Islam deplorable.
Jamal has decided that Islam, like all religions, is simply a cult. His readings of philosophical works and Ibn Warraq's book Why I am not a Muslim have helped him cement his decision.
Ben Rukhsana: Islam as a Social Impediment
Ben is a 26 year-old male who left Islam two years ago and currently lives in England. Unlike Jamal, whose reasons for leaving Islam are primarily intellectual and science-related, Ben Rukhsana has both intellectual and social motivations for exiting Islam. Among the main intellectual reasons he gives are the treatment of women in Islam and the permissibility of the Prophet's marriage to a young 'A' isha.
In response to our question about his social/experiential motivations, Ben says, "I practiced Islam as best I could from age 14. I feel it hindered my academic life as well as my social development and career prospects. This is because I skipped classes to pray or to go to Friday prayers. I avoided certain jobs believing them to be un-Islamic." Consequently, Ben finds himself living a more socially fulfilling life outside Islam.
Cati: Marrying into and out of Islam
Cati is a 49-year old Caucasian female who lives in the southeastern United States. She became a Muslim through marriage but left Islam mostly because of that same marriage. It has been eight years since she decided to return to her original Christian faith. In her words, she is currently a "born-again spirit-filled follower of Christ Jesus," and is a member of the Assembly of God Church, the same church to which she belonged while growing up.
As Cati explains, Even so, Cati suffered all kinds of abuse from her husband and his family (particularly his mother). After four children and a long marriage, Cati finally decided to leave both her husband and her faith, and go back to Christianity. Now, retrospectively, she thinks that she was actually worshiping both her husband and his religion. She says that she had felt that "something was missing" and that she had no true peace in her life. She also finds the idea that God saves people according to their works, as opposed to His grace, to be problematic. She finds Christianity to be the only true religious path and the only key to salvation.
These three stories demonstrate the diversity of motivations for departure from Islam. As we shall see below, they provide helpful points of departure for examining additional narratives that can be found in the mass media.
Media Narratives
In addition to our interview subjects, there are several converts out of Islam whose cases have been widely publicized.
11 One of them is Nonie Darwish, who is now a Christian and has her own website (www.noniedarwish.com). She was raised in the Middle East and eventually moved to the United States, during which time she found her way to Christianity. It seems that her family was not particularly religious. Her intellectual motivations for leaving Islam include the religion's general intolerance, the problematic nature of Shari ' a laws pertaining to women, and the fact that Islam seems to lack the emphasis on love, kindness, grace and forgiveness that she finds in Christianity. As for her experiential/social motivations for leaving Islam, she found the religion "almost impossible . . . to practice." 12 The total submission practiced by Muslims has led, she believes, to rule by dictators, chauvinism, extreme sensitivity to criticism, and a strict hierarchy among Muslims. Furthermore, as she sees it, Muslims are taught to hate non-Muslims, and Christian pastors tend to be morally superior to Muslim clerics. 13 We now look to a relatively prominent figure -a man known only by his pseudonym "Ibn Warraq." 14 He was raised by a somewhat religious family in Pakistan, moved to Europe, and went on to become a teacher in Ohio. He is best known for his book Why I am not a Muslim , which was published in 1995 by Prometheus Books. In this book he mentions a number of reasons for his departure from Islam. His intellectual motivations include the following: it is difficult to ascertain the historicity of the sources of Islam, the Prophet Muhammad's character is problematic from a moral standpoint, the Qur 'a n does not seem to be divine, Islam advocates totalitarianism and is both intolerant and incompatible with human rights, the status of women is deplorable, there are problems with theism, and Islam has unnecessary taboos, such as those concerning wine, pigs and homosexuality. His experiential/ social motivations for leaving Islam include the history of Arab imperialism and
Islamic colonialism, and the historical mistreatment of non-Muslims, women, and slaves. As he puts it, "The treatment of women, non-Muslims, unbelievers, heretics, and slaves (male and female) was appalling both in theory and practice."
15 Ibn Warraq is currently an agnostic.
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In a later book edited by Ibn Warraq, entitled Leaving Islam: Apostates Speak Out, we find 25 detailed testimonies by former Muslims, as well as 21 brief testimonies taken from the website of the "Institute for the Secularisation of Islamic Societies," 17 and some general information pertaining to conversion patterns from Islam to Christianity, 18 Hinduism, 19 atheism, agnosticism, deism, and humanism. 20 Of the 25 detailed testimonies, 19 come from individuals who were raised in Muslim households (and were presumably all Muslims themselves), 5 come from former Muslims who had once converted to Islam, and, seemingly out of place, 1 comes from an individual who was simply raised in a predominantly Muslim country, though never claimed to be Muslim. As for their origins, 44% (11) come from Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh, 28% (7) are from the West, 12% (3) are from Iran, and there are individuals from Tunisia, Malaysia, Turkey, and an unidentified, predominantly Buddhist country in the Far East. Of the 7 from the West, 6 are from the United States. Of these 6, 2 are second-generation immigrants and the remaining 4 had been converts to Islam. It is likely that most of these individuals coming from the West found their way to either atheism or agnosticism (based on that fact that 3 of the 4 individuals who listed their final ideological destinations described themselves as being either atheist or agnostic). Of those coming from the Middle East and the Arab world, all found their way to either atheism or agnosticism. The same applies for the overwhelming majority (at least 9 out of the 11) of those coming from the region of Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. 21 We find such conversion narratives in Muslim sources as well. In his recent book Losing My Religion: A Call for Help, Muslim convert Jeffrey Lang documents some of the letters and email messages that he received from American Muslims and former Muslims. Though he does include communications from individuals who have vacillated in their commitment to Islam, he discusses the case of three individuals who seem to have left Islam and not returned. One case is a 58-year old Syrian male who immigrated to the United States in his early 20's. He now claims to be "more of an agnostic," despite having been "fanatical" in his youth. He cites as the main reason for this transformation his difficulty in believing that a divine revelation like the Qur'an would address "trivial" issues related to the private life of Muhammad. 22 The second case is a second-generation college student who first became a Christian, then abandoned religion altogether. The reason for his/her leaving Islam was that (s)he found the religion to be a "dead faith" of "empty rules and regulations,"
23 which made it difficult to establish a relationship with God. The third case is a young American male who had issues with the problem of (the creation of) evil. He no longer believes in the Islamic conception of God because of the "killing of innocent people" by natural phenomena such as disease. Moreover, he finds no real motivation to worship God, and thinks that there is no reason why non-Muslims cannot be "saved."
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Having looked at a few case studies and narratives, we will now take a step back and examine the conversion narratives of former Muslims at a broader level, taking into consideration such popular websites 26 Table 1 indicates the gender and origins of the converts out of Islam mentioned in these three sources.
As far as gender is concerned, the great majority of the testimonies come from males, which is intriguing considering how frequently the status of women in Islam is cited as an intellectual motivation for leaving the religion. By contrast, a 1996 academic study finds the proportion of male and female converts to Islam in the United Kingdom to be equal, 27 while a 2003 report states that there appear to be more female converts to Islam than males in the United States and Europe. 28 In order to best understand this apparent discrepancy, this finding warrants further investigation. In terms of geography, or cultural zones, it seems that, generally speaking, most of these conversions are occurring at 'frontier zones,' where Muslims are more likely to have immediate contact with members of other religions, be they missionaries or an indigenous non-Muslim majority. Indeed, it would appear that conversion movements have historically been more common in 'frontier zones' such as the Ottoman Balkans, 29 Tatarstan, 30 Argentina, 31 Rajasthan, 32 and colonized Algeria.
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Why Do They Leave Islam?
Based on our interviews and the "media narratives" referred to above, we can discern recurring themes that fall under the categories of intellectual/ ideological motivations and social/experiential motivations. These themes are ranked in order of prevalence. The significance of such social motivations are brought to light by observations such as the following made by Christian writer S. V. Bhajjan:
Intellectual/Ideological Motivations
I have not so far come across any Muslim convert who confessed that he accepted Jesus Christ as his Lord and Saviour because some Christians were able to explain to him the Sonship of Christ, the Atonement, and the Christian doctrine of Trinity. It is always through a small deed of brotherly love done by a Christian that the heart of a Muslim is moved. 34 One finding that we should also mention (as it was not a "motivation" per se) is that a common remark made by a number of the individuals is that they felt that they had been raised in such a way that they had been brainwashed into accepting Islamic values and that they were fortunate to have discovered Western values. Another point worth noting is that regarding the issue of Muslims being oppressive, three of the testimonies specifically mention the 1971 crisis in Bangladesh. This seems to parallel a 1996 report published in Muslim & Arab Perspectives, which states that there has been "widespread riddah" (apostasy) there since 1971.
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Where Do They Go?
The three major destinations appear to be atheism, agnosticism, and Christianity. While all of the testimonies in Answering Islam refer to a conversion to Christianity, we find the exact opposite when looking at the 25 Leaving Islam testimonies. It is only on the Apostates of Islam site that we find references to both Christianity and other beliefs, with 58% of the individuals claiming to be either atheist or agnostic. 36 As far as countries of origin are concerned, it would seem, based on this particular survey, that most of the people who leave Islam in order to become either atheist or agnostic come from the regions of Afghanistan, Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh. This is partly a reflection of the fact that many individuals from these regions are cited in the first place. Nevertheless, the proportion of these individuals who became either atheist or agnostic appears to be relatively high (68% according to Apostates of Islam, as opposed to 44% of individuals from the Middle East, and 38% of individuals from the West). 37 On the other hand, according to Answering Islam, most of the people who leave Islam in order to become Christian come from the Middle East and the Arab world. 38 Based on the smaller pool of testimonies found on Apostates of Islam, however, it would seem that a larger proportion of the former Muslims from the Middle East and the Arab world became either atheists or agnostics. 39 This can be explained by the ideological differences underpinning these sources. Table 2 illustrates the various proportions of final destinations cited in the three sources.
As a final observation, we found that a number of people hid their conversion out of Islam, either because they were involved in an intimate (6) relationship with a Muslim (e.g. a husband) and did not want to dissolve it, or because of fear that they would be harmed by radical Muslims.
Conclusion
There are several conclusions to be drawn from our preliminary excursion into the landscape of contemporary conversion out of Islam.
Motivations
Based on our distinction between intellectual/ideological motivations and social/experiential motivations, the two major motivations identified in our study are the following: assessments. The first is that, in comparing the behaviors of Muslims and non-Muslims, some converts find the behavior of the latter to be more attractive. The second is that some claim that their conversion owed more to their repulsion by Muslim behavior than to their attraction to positive non-Muslim behavior.
The preponderance of these particular motivations appears to mirror the commonly known stereotypes about Islam and Muslims. One might theorize that in describing their departure from Islam, former Muslims often fall into tropes that have widespread acceptance or circulation.
Conversion Destinations
The main destinations are: (a) atheism, (b) agnosticism, and (c) Christianity. It is ultimately difficult, however, to determine which is most popular given the polemical nature of the sources.
Convert Backgrounds
As for the authors of the narratives themselves, we find that the overwhelming majority are males for reasons worthy of investigation. We also find that most are from South Asia, which is arguably a reflection of the region's relatively large English-speaking Muslim population (hence the ability to produce narratives in English) living in an Indian "frontier zone."
Contexts of Conversion
It is important to note here the degree of emphasis that the individuals placed on certain themes as opposed to others. The narratives about conversion reveal not only individual reasons, but also institutional environments that facilitate religious recruitment and transitions. In other words, those who convert to Christianity, for example, tend to adopt the language and framework provided by missionary institutions, as was the case in the Answering Islam testimonies. The ways in which conversion narratives are deployed in each of the sources we analyzed significantly vary and reflect the religious or ideological orientations of the sources as much as they reflect individual accounts of what really happened.
The process of globalization and digitization of the media seems to have created unprecedented spaces for both conversion and the mass communication of narratives of conversion. The Internet has also galvanized a virtual competition between religions like Islam and Christianity, which have historically maintained missionary orientations. Testimonies of conversion to and from Islam continue to proliferate in the new public sphere of the Internet, where both anonymity and publicity can be easily found. New spaces like websites and the larger process of globalization have also undermined the conventional hold of religions on their adherents. In this new environment, religions seek to expand their discursive reach.
In this article, we have provided an overview of the landscape of conversion out of Islam based on conversion narratives available in the media. In addition to the representations of conversion provided here, future research is needed to produce information about the actual converts and their unmediated narratives. One intriguing starting point would be the fact that both converts into and out of Islam cite the status of women as a major motivating factor. Research should compare conversion to and from Islam and evaluate the relative power of motivations in each direction.
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